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INTRODUCTION  

Theorizing Opera as Hypermedium 

 

The present study is, generally speaking, an enquiry into contemporary encounters 

between opera and the media. My main objects of interest are contemporary operas 

on both stage and screen (and in between); yet, conceptualizing opera as 

hypermedium allows for addressing issues that are also pertinent to aspects of 

contemporary productions of historical works, as well as pieces of new music 

theatre.1 While my understanding of opera as hypermedium closely relates to the 

theory of intermediality that deals with the use film, video and digital technologies 

in theatre and performance, the concept of hypermediacy that I draw on helps me to 

go beyond the limits of the theatrical context, and to situate my discussion of 

contemporary operatic practices within a discursive field that is both broader and 

more specific. Developed within media theory, hypermediacy may be aligned with 

other concepts proposed to articulate alternatives to what has been perceived as the 

dominant modes of representation in Western media. Theorizing opera as 

hypermedium makes it possible to examine the ways in which opera participates in 

this larger artistic and theoretical discourse on the politics of representation and 

perception. 

 The concept of hypermediacy that has served as the starting point for my 

considerations was formulated by media theorists Jay David Bolter and Richard 

Grusin in their influential book Remediation: Understanding New Media (1999). For 

them, hypermediacy is one part of the double logic of remediation, according to 

which new media present themselves as refashioned and improved versions of older 

media. The other part of the logic is “transparent immediacy,” driven by the desire to 

get beyond mediation, to let “the medium itself . . . disappear and leave us in the 

presence of the thing represented” (6). By contrast, hypermediacy is characterized by 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 While there are obvious overlaps with contemporary opera, the term “new music theatre” 
has been associated with music-theatrical forms conceived of in protest against traditional 
opera, or “outside the physical and esthetic precincts of opera” (Salzman and Desi 2008, 6). 
Such works are often considered more experimental, and are designed on a smaller scale, for 
alternative performance spaces. 
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the acknowledgement of the processes of mediation and enjoyment of the opacity of 

media: 

 

In digital technology, as often in the earlier history of Western representation, 

hypermediacy expresses itself as multiplicity. If the logic of immediacy leads one either 

to erase or to render automatic the act of representation, the logic of hypermediacy 

acknowledges multiple acts of representation and makes them visible. Where 

immediacy suggests a unified visual space, contemporary hypermediacy offers a 

heterogeneous space, in which representation is conceived not as a window on to the 

world, but rather as ‘windowed’ itself—with windows that open on to other 

representations or other media. The logic of hypermediacy multiplies the signs of 

mediation and in this way tries to reproduce the rich sensorium of human experience. 

On the other hand, hypermediacy can operate even in a single and apparently unified 

medium, particularly when the illusion of realistic representation is somehow 

stretched or altogether ruptured. . . . In every manifestation, hypermediacy makes us 

aware of the medium or media and (in sometimes subtle and sometimes obvious ways) 

reminds us of our desire for immediacy. (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 33-34)!
!

I will be returning to aspects of this definition in the course of this introduction. At 

this point, let me just note that while the “windowed” effect described by Bolter and 

Grusin may evoke the use of projection screens in contemporary opera productions, 

the notion of stretching or rupture of illusionistic representation implicates opera 

more generally, and especially its medium of song. 

 Although primarily developed in relation to new media, Bolter and Grusin’s 

concept of hypermediacy has resonated in theorizations of intermediality in theatre 

and performance (Chapple and Kattenbelt 2006).2 While Bolter and Grusin 

emphasize the interplay of hypermediacy and transparent immediacy, they also 

endow hypermediacy with a critical potential vis-à-vis the representational media 

that strive for transparency, and theatre theory has paralleled this by pointing up the 

media-conscious and critical aspect of intermediality. Thus, Greg Giesekam (2007) 

has proposed a distinction between “intermedia” and what he, somewhat 

unfortunately, calls “multimedia.” In Giesekam’s usage, the term “multimedia” 

applies to performances that are otherwise built around traditional understandings 

of the role of text and the creation of character. The media are integrated here into 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 On intermediality in theatre and performance see also, for example, Bay-Cheng et al. (2010), 
and Schläder and Weber (2010). See also Dixon (2007) on digital performance. 
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the overall scenography or mise-en-scène, serving to “enhance the telling of a central 

tale” and helping to create illusionistic effects (12). In these instances, “there is little 

challenge to the ideological assumptions which underpin dominant representational 

conventions” (10). By contrast, intermedial performances overthrow the notions of 

unity of plot and character, often telling multiple stories or no stories. They 

incorporate the media so that “neither the live material nor the recorded material 

would make much sense without the other,” and invite reflection upon the nature 

and methods of the incorporated media (8). Furthermore, intermediality in the 

theatre is characterized by a multiplicity of media, genres and styles, and by its 

collagist and citational practices—as Giesekam notes, intermedial performances often 

draw on easily recognizable genres from popular culture. It is with this more 

narrowly defined understanding of intermediality, which assumes a more critical 

approach to the use of media in the theatre that I will engage in this study. 

 I center my discussion of opera as hypermedium around three case studies: the 

operas Rosa and Writing to Vermeer premiered in De Nederlandse Opera in 

Amsterdam in 1994 and 1999 respectively, and a film version of the opera Rosa made 

in 1999 for Dutch television.3 They are all products of collaboration between Dutch 

composer Louis Andriessen and British filmmaker Peter Greenaway,4 and all three 

epitomize the features through which intermediality and hypermediacy have been 

defined. The two staged operas layer representations in different media, employing 

projections of text, still and moving images on multiple screens along with the 

theatrical action. The film is literally “windowed,” with frames within frames and 

layered images and texts showing simultaneously various aspects of the stage action, 

often with the singers placed within close-up insets. All three draw attention to their 

employment of media and reflect on their acts of representation. Rosa thematizes the 

use of film within opera through the title figure of a composer who writes music for 

Hollywood Westerns. The stage version and the film version of the opera do not 

simply employ film on stage or put opera on screen: they are both about the 

relationship between opera and film. Writing to Vermeer revolves around paintings of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 The film version has the subtitle “The Death of a Composer,” as does a CD recording of the 
opera that appeared in 2000 by Nonesuch. In 1994 the opera was premiered under the title 
Rosa: A Horse Drama. De Nederlandse Opera (The Dutch Opera) has since been renamed De 
Nationale Opera (The Dutch National Opera or the DNO). 
4 Peter Greenaway is the author of the operas’ librettos and of their overall visual conception, 
and director of the film version of Rosa. For the stage, he co-directed the operas with Saskia 
Boddeke. Writing to Vermeer features electronic music inserts by Dutch composer Michel van 
der Aa. 
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the eponymous Dutch artist, which are projected, deconstructed and reenacted both 

on screen and on stage. Both operas complicate their storytelling and the depiction of 

their characters. Rosa presents a convoluted detective story with multiple levels that 

mutually undermine one another, and where the protagonists keep transforming 

into new characters. In Writing to Vermeer, there is very little by way of a plot. The 

action consists of women writing letters (mirroring the women from Vermeer’s 

paintings), and the three main singing protagonists are multiplied with dancers. Both 

operas are highly citational: while Writing to Vermeer appropriates well-known 

cultural artifacts (Vermeer’s paintings), Rosa draws on popular genres of the Western 

and the whodunit, to mention but the most obvious references. Since both operas are 

about the media they incorporate, they clearly would not make much sense without 

them.   

The operas are notable not only for engaging with past and present cultural 

practices, but they may also be said to converse with the theoretical discourses of 

scholarship. In this sense, they may be understood as “theoretical objects,” a term 

that has been used to indicate that works of art and cultural objects can “think” or 

“theorize” in their own right and by their own means.5 It has become a commonplace 

to maintain that opera demands an interdisciplinary approach, and in this study, I 

draw on texts from musicology and opera studies, theatre and performance studies, 

film studies, literary and cultural theory, visual studies and sound studies. Due to 

the disciplinary variety, the texts are not always in direct communication with one 

another. In this situation, it has proved particularly productive to anchor my 

theoretical discussion to only a few case studies. This makes it possible to tease out 

and think through the various interconnections between the often seemingly 

unrelated or contradictory approaches, and to think these relationships and 

contradictions through a specific artistic practice. At the same time, the theoretical 

diversity has caused productive complications in interpreting the selected operas. 

My discussion is based on close reading of both the operas and the texts, moving 

from object to theory to object and back again. In other words, my approach is 

intensive rather than extensive. My aim is not to map out an exemplary repertory of 

contemporary hypermedial opera but rather to chart, with the help of my case 

studies, the theoretical field of “opera as hypermedium.” It is not my intention to 

coin a term for a distinctly new brand of operatic practice, and in this sense, my 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
5 I am using the term “theoretical object” as I was introduced to it by Mieke Bal in the Theory 
Seminar of the Amsterdam School of Cultural Analysis (ASCA). See Bal (1999). 
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approach differs from recent writings on “digital opera” (Sheil and Vear 2012) and 

“postopera” (Novak 2012, 2015), even if I share some of the repertories and 

theoretical concerns that these terms encompass.6 Conceptualizing opera as 

hypermedium involves a particular understanding of its relationship to the operatic 

past, and situating it within a specific media genealogy.  

 

Rethinking the Past in the Present 

 

Some theorists of intermediality have suggested that “theatre is a hypermedium that 

incorporates all arts and media” (Chapple and Kattenbelt 2006, 20), implying that the 

whole history and theory of theatre may be rethought from the point of view of 

hypermediacy. Peter Boenisch argues, for example, that theatre has always staged 

other media, and thus served as a “training ground” for new modes of perception 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
6 The term “digital opera” has been proposed to describe—or rather to envision—a new type 
of “contemporary music- or sound-led performance that produces new operatic 
phenomenologies through the use of digital media” (Sheil and Vear 2012, 6). It entails the 
possibility of a “paradigm shift” (4), of a “critical renewal” of opera (5), mainly outside of 
traditional opera institutions. According to Sheil and Vear, digital opera is closer to opera 
than to experimental music theatre, “retaining some of the signatures of the form” that are 
“open to our rediscovery/reinterpretation within a twenty-first century context” (4). One of 
the aspects that Sheil and Vear (and further contributions to the special issue of the 
International Journal of Performance Arts and Digital Media 8/1) set out to reinterpret is the 
concept of the Gesamtkunstwerk and the possibility of “total experience” (4), and in this 
respect, their discussion intersects with my concerns (see chapter four). And like them, I am 
intent on the critical possibilities of contemporary operatic practice bound up with the use of 
media technology. 

Novak uses the term “postopera” to designate “opera that is postdramatic and 
postmodern at the same time” (2012, 22), and where media technology plays an important 
role. While I relate my theorization of opera as hypermedium to Hans-Thies Lehmann’s 
conception of postdramatic theatre, I do not delineate it as a specifically postmodern (or even 
postmodernist) operatic practice. Where Novak emphasizes the novelty of the works she 
analyzes, I am also intent on continuity of particular mechanisms. I share Novak’s interest in 
the relationship between voice and body, although with a significant difference in emphasis, 
as I will explain in more detail below and in chapter three. Novak and I also share a case 
study: Louis Andriessen’s and Peter Greenaway’s Writing to Vermeer (1999). 

Until these texts, there has been very little scholarship on the use of media technology in 
contemporary opera performance. Opera on screen has been the subject of scholarly interest 
for some time now, but most writings in this area have concerned works of the historical 
repertory, used in film in various ways or adapted for screen (see, for example, Tambling 
1987, 1994; Citron 2000, 2010; Joe and Theresa 2002; and Grover-Friedlander 2005). For a rare 
book-length study of television opera, a genre more closely related to the developments in 
contemporary opera, see Barnes (2003). For an emerging debate on the different ways of 
“mediating opera” today, see the special issue of The Opera Quarterly, Volume 26, Issue 1 
(Winter 2010). 
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brought about by emerging technologies of representation (2006, 111).7 This leads 

him to define theatre as a semiotic practice that performs the contents and cognitive 

strategies of other media (113). It is not my intention to attempt a similar all-

embracing redefinition of opera, and neither do I want to rethink the whole of the 

operatic past. I do want to suggest, however, that by engaging with past operatic 

practices (and conversing with their theorizations) within the context of 

hypermediacy, the operas that I discuss in this study draw attention to aspects of the 

operatic genre that may have been overlooked or suppressed in its earlier 

theorizations. They thus exemplify how opera as hypermedium (re)thinks opera in 

and for the present.  

 Conceptualizing opera as hypermedium makes it possible to develop theoretical 

approaches and analytical tools relevant to specific aspects of contemporary operatic 

practice, which I interpret in relation to more general tendencies in contemporary 

theatre and media. But just as the concept of hypermediacy implies a particular 

theoretical framework, it also suggests a specific genealogy. Thus, while I am not 

writing a history of opera as hypermedium, the contemporary operatic practice that I 

am concerned with may be situated in relation to those artistic practices of the past 

that make up the genealogy of hypermediacy. The operas that I analyze here actively 

engage with their hypermedial lineage. This is quite obvious in the case of Writing to 

Vermeer. Among the predecessors of hypermediacy, Bolter and Grusin cite Dutch 

seventeenth-century painting, which the art theorist Svetlana Alpers (1983) famously 

termed “the art of describing.” As Bolter and Grusin put it,  

 

With their fascination for mirrors, windows, maps, paintings within paintings, and 

written and read epistles, such artists as Gabriel Metsu, David Bailly, and especially 

Jan Vermeer often represented the world as made up of a multiplicity of 

representations. Their paintings were not multimedia; rather, they absorbed and 

captured multiple media and multiple forms in oil. (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 36-37) 

 

The opera Writing to Vermeer not only appropriates Vermeer’s paintings but it makes 

them the center of a rich web of media, as if replicating their hypermedial structure. 

Moreover, Vermeer’s works are literally reframed in the process, and resituated 

within a contemporary context.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 According to Boenisch, this was also the case in the fifteenth century, when the “new media 
technology of perspective” was adopted (Boenisch 2006, 111). For more on the relationship 
between theatre and perspective see chapter two. 
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 The Dutch cultural theorist Mieke Bal (1999) proposes the term “preposterous 

history” for such contemporary reworkings of the past. The term indicates a reversal, 

where what came chronologically first (“pre-“) is put as an aftereffect behind 

(“post”) its later recycling (6-7). Bal relates this tendency specifically to contemporary 

re-visions of the Baroque, an epoch that is often evoked in relation to contemporary 

self-reflexive artistic practices. Such practices do not attempt to break away from the 

past, nor do they wish to “go back.” They put in action the recognition that the past 

can only be approached from the vantage-point of the present, and that any 

contemporary reworking of history changes the ways in which we perceive that 

history. In this sense, hypermedial opera may be understood as a “preposterous” 

cultural practice.8 

 The genealogy of hypermediacy is not limited to the Baroque and to visual arts. 

Bolter and Grusin recognize its logic in medieval manuscripts that integrate image 

and text, as well as in modernist collage and photomontage. By contrast, they 

associate the logic of transparent immediacy with photography, film, video and 

television, as well as the more recent technologies of virtual reality and computer 

graphics, and trace its lineage back to perspectival painting. It is the logic of 

transparent immediacy that, in their view, has governed Western representation “at 

least since the Renaissance” (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 24). And it has also been argued 

that drama, as the dominant mode of representation in the theatre, has followed this 

same logic (I return to this proposition in chapter two). 

Although the mainstream forms of film and theatre may be theorized in these 

terms, there are instances in the history of both theatre and cinema that may better be 

understood within the context of hypermediacy. Giesekam (2007) has traced some of 

the strategies of contemporary intermedial theatre back to Georges Méliès’ early 

twentieth-century experiments with the employment of film within the context of 

variety and magic shows. The film theorist Tom Gunning (1990) has proposed the 

concept of “cinema of attractions” to account for the early cinema’s interest in the 

spectacular, including Méliès’ own early cinematic experiments that transferred the 

magic he practiced in the theatre onto film. Gunning borrowed the term from Sergei 

Eisenstein (1988), another early figure versed in both theatre and cinema, who saw in 

the “attractions” of the popular forms of theatre an alternative to theatre based on 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
8 In chapter one, which revolves around the concept of allegory, I draw attention to the ways 
in which hypermedial opera thematizes the relationship between past and present by means 
of its allegorical structure. 
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drama. In all these cases, what matters is the fascination with new technology and 

the thrill of display, rather than realistic illusionism or the construction of a story. 

Importantly for my discussion, the concept of “cinema of attractions” has also been 

related to early (as well as late) cinema’s interest in opera. As Rose Theresa has 

observed, opera seems to lead “both into and out of the frozen interlude of classic 

cinema” (2002, 12). Moreover, Gunning’s concept, primarily developed to account 

for a historical artistic practice, has strongly resonated in theories of contemporary 

alternatives to the dominant modes of representation.9 It is thus notable not only for 

drawing attention to a particular moment in the lineage of hypermedial opera but 

also as a part of the larger conceptual framework of this study. 

 

From Opera as Drama to Opera as Hypermedium 

 

To the readers of opera scholarship, the concept of “opera as hypermedium” may 

evoke Joseph Kerman’s (1988) famous theorization of “opera as drama,” a reference 

that is fully intentional. Theatre and performance theory has posited a historical turn 

away from drama towards contemporary forms of theatre and performance, and the 

contemporary operatic practice that I am concerned with has arguably participated 

in the tendencies that have been associated with this turn.10 In this sense, and insofar 

as I am intent on thinking beyond the dramatic concept, my understanding of opera 

as hypermedium is related to these theorizations, the most prominent among which 

is Hans-Thies Lehmann’s (1999, 2006) notion of “postdramatic theatre.”  

It may be argued that in spite of the many “non-Aristotelian” traits of its 

dramaturgy, opera has traditionally participated in the general logic of dramatic 

representation as understood by Lehmann.11 Decisive for this logic, Lehmann argues, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
9 For an extended discussion of the concept of “cinema of attractions” and its various 
applications in film theory see Strauven (2006). 
10 Different authors have suggested different time frames for this turn. Lehmann (1999, 2006) 
situates it in the 1970s, Giesekam (2007) locates the emergence of truly intermedial theatre in 
the late 1960s, and Boenisch (2006) speaks of the intermedial turn as having taken place over 
the “last hundred years.” 
11 As the German musicologist Carl Dahlhaus (1989b) pointed out, operatic dramaturgy bears 
many epic traits. Within the context of spoken theatre, such traits are perceived as 
characteristic of the non-Aristotelian dramaturgy of Bertold Brecht and his followers. 
Dahlhaus emphasizes, however, that in relation to opera, they are among the genre’s 
constitutive features, and may be understood as a part of its tradition. As an example, 
Dahlhaus names the montage approach to the succession of scenes common in opera, which 
implies aesthetic presence of the author. (See particularly “Traditionelle Dramaturgie in der 
modernen Oper,” Dahlhaus 1989b, 278-293). According to Lehmann, epic theatre is part of the 
general logic of dramatic theatre. I will return to this issue in chapter two. 
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is the primacy of the text: “Even where music and dance were added or where they 

predominated, the ‘text’, in the sense of at least the imagination of a comprehensible 

narrative and/or mental totality, was determining” (2006, 21, all italics in original). 

The aim of dramatic theatre is to form an illusion, “to construct a fictive cosmos and let 

all the stage represent—be—a world” (2006, 22). According to Lehmann, neither 

completeness nor continuity is necessary for the representation of such a world, since 

the illusion is completed by the imagination and empathy of the spectator. What is 

necessary, however, is that what we perceive in the theatre can be referred to a 

totality; at the same time, dramatic theatre constructs the world “outside” as a 

totality. In Lehmann’s words, “through its very form, dramatic theatre proclaims 

wholeness as the model of the real” (2006, 22). 

 As the German musicologist Carl Dahlhaus (1989a) explains, opera articulates 

drama according to its own stylistic principles. While a play expresses human 

conflicts in dialogue, opera presents a configuration of characters in a drama of 

affects. What matters in opera is not action but situation, understood as a 

constellation of characters and affects that can span over larger periods of time, and 

where the conflicts between the characters are manifested musically in an 

interrelating system of arias. According to Dahlhaus, such constellation is dramatic 

“insofar as it reveals the fundamental emotional structure concealed under the 

surface of the action” (1989a, 96). Rephrased in Lehmann’s terms, it is the underlying 

emotional structure that provides the necessary “mental totality” of drama in opera, 

despite the greater “gaps” to be filled in by the spectator’s imagination and empathy 

than is common in spoken theatre (due to opera’s non-Aristotelian dramaturgy). 

Dahlhaus insists that in opera, music is the primary vehicle of drama. The libretto 

only partly represents the real action in opera. Opera’s dramatic persuasiveness 

depends on how the underlying emotional structure is articulated as “action that is 

presented visibly on the stage and musically in arias” (Dahlhaus 1989a, 102). This is 

also the reason why dramatically successful operas can be based on convoluted, 

“impossible” librettos, as Dahlhaus demonstrates on the example of Verdi’s Il 

trovatore. As a consequence, it is the score and not the libretto that may be 

understood as the totalizing dramatic “text” of opera.12    

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 In this sense, I differ from Novak (2012, 2015), who understands the dramatic principles of 
opera, from which she distinguishes the “postopera,” as based on the libretto alone, taking 
Lehmann’s understanding of dramatic “text” quite literally. 
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But more important than the historical turn posited by theatre theory is the 

theoretical shift of focus that it implies. Conceptualizations of opera as drama help to 

understand how past operatic practices participated in the logic of dramatic 

representation, as well as the ways in which contemporary operas differ from these 

practices. At the same time, however, they reproduce the terms of this logic. In other 

words, by concentrating on how opera works as drama, they disregard or even 

suppress those aspects of opera that do not fit the dramatic concept. This is apparent 

in Dahlhaus’ willingness to overlook the inconsistencies of operatic librettos, and 

even more so in Kerman’s (1988) prescriptive model of opera as drama, with which 

only very few works of the standard operatic repertory are able to comply. The 

works of the twentieth century that Kerman sets to analyze (Alban Berg’s Wozzeck 

and Igor Stravinsky’s The Rake’s Progress) offer so much resistance to his dramatic 

concept that it proves impossible to smooth out the contradictions and prompts 

Kerman to declare them dramatically flawed (178-202). In this sense, although 

developed as a way of understanding the contemporary, the concept of opera as 

hypermedium may highlight those aspects of past operatic practices that the theory 

of opera as drama proves incapable to accommodate. Among these, there will be 

opera’s penchant for the spectacular (seized upon by the cinema of attractions), or 

what Nicholas Till (2012) has more generally termed, after Nietzsche, the Dionysian 

elements of opera.  

The conceptual shift of focus from opera as drama to opera as hypermedium has 

three interrelated theoretical consequences. First, when opera is theorized as drama, 

the center of attention is the operatic score. This is the text from which the dramatic 

totality can be read out. In contrast, opera as hypermedium is concerned with opera 

on stage, or alternatively with opera on screen. This is where the different media 

involved interact, and where the acts of mediation become palpable. Second, this 

shift from page to stage (and screen) also entails a change of focus from word-music 

relationships to sound-image relationships. More precisely, while opera as drama 

concentrates on the musical articulation of the drama as it is outlined in the opera’s 

libretto, in the case of opera as hypermedium, it is the relationship between the aural 

and the visual that becomes of chief theoretical interest. This is why, in this study, I 

approach opera as an audio-visual event or object. 

Concentration on the “performance text” rather than the dramatic text has long 

been commonplace in theatre studies but it has only recently found its way into 
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opera scholarship.13 Moreover, where concrete incarnations of opera on stage are 

considered, they often concern contemporary productions of works of the standard 

operatic repertory, and thus necessarily fall back on what David J. Levin proposes to 

call the “opera text”—the score, the libretto, stage directions etc. prior to 

performance (2007, 11). While it is no longer customary to judge an opera’s staging in 

terms of its faithfulness to the “work itself” (or to the standard of a virtual 

performance imagined on the basis of the opera’s score), interpretation of a 

particular production of a classic work inadvertently positions itself in relation to the 

opera text and its previous readings on both page and stage (i.e. the staging practice 

as well as popular and scholarly discourses). It is in this sense that I read Levin’s 

assertion that “every production (or performance text) takes up a position relative to 

the opera text” (2007, 11). Although it is mostly possible to speak of an opera text in 

relation to contemporary operatic works—in the case of Rosa it consists not only of 

the opera’s score but also of a detailed scenario (Greenaway 1993)—I suggest that its 

importance for the interpretation of the audio-visual event is greatly diminished. 

And while approaches to the standard repertory may still imply the possibility to 

distinguish between an abstract work of opera and its concrete staging, such a 

distinction can hardly be made in the case of contemporary pieces of hypermedial 

opera. The media employed do not serve to actualize, render or interpret a 

preexisting work of opera; they constitute it. 

And third, the emphasis on the musical articulation of drama suggests that music 

has the final authority over the opera’s interpretation. In Kerman’s somewhat 

extreme formulation: “What counts is not narrative, situation, symbol, metaphor, 

and so on, as set forth in the libretto, but the way all this is interpreted by a master 

mind. That mind writes the music” (1988, xiii). Kerman thus implies that there is a 

definite and coherent meaning to be found in opera, and that it is the music—or the 

“mastermind” of the composer—that presides over that meaning. This is also why 

the score has traditionally been made the privileged site of interpretation. Levin 

argues that musicologists have insisted on the primacy of music to avoid opera’s 

interpretive instability, “to save opera from a threat to the presumed homogeneity of 

its discursive systems” (1993, 10). In interpretations of opera as drama, music is 

called on to smooth out contradictions, inconsistencies and ambiguities that might 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
13 For an overview of this approach in theatre studies, see Pavis (2003). For a sample of 
performance-oriented approach to opera, see the special issue of Cambridge Opera Journal 
entitled “Performance Studies and Opera,” Volume 16, Issue 3 (2004).  
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threaten the opera’s dramatic totality. By contrast, conceptualizing opera as 

hypermedium draws attention to these contradictions, ambiguities and 

inconsistencies. It highlights the multiplicity of opera’s modes of expression, without 

granting any one of its signifying systems primacy over the others. Levin suggests 

that “as an explicitly heterogeneous medium, opera is the logical vehicle for a 

critique of discursive homogeneity and stability” (1993, 10). In my understanding, 

such critique becomes one of the chief concerns in opera as hypermedium. 

 

In Search of Immediacy 

 

Bolter and Grusin posit different genealogies for hypermediacy and transparent 

immediacy, aligning each with different contemporary cultural practices, and 

suggesting that the former may be perceived as an alternative to the latter. However, 

they also recognize that hypermediacy and transparent immediacy are two 

complementary parts of the same, double impulse. As they put it, “Our culture 

wants both to multiply its media and to erase all traces of mediation: ideally, it wants 

to erase its media in the very act of multiplying them” (1999, 5). It is due to this 

double impulse that hypermediacy not only draws attention to the processes of 

mediation but also “reminds us of our desire for immediacy” (34), to go back to the 

definition quoted above. Following Bolter and Grusin, I suggest that the desire to let 

the medium “disappear and leave us in the presence of the thing represented” (6) is 

in operation not only in the modes of representation associated with transparent 

immediacy but also in many of the contemporary cultural practices and theorizations 

that are presented as alternatives to these modes of representation. 

The theory of intermediality in theatre and performance is a case in point. 

Intermedial theatre has been conceptualized as an alternative to both drama and the 

media it incorporates, and endowed with the ability to deconstruct the logic of 

transparent immediacy operative in both. However, theatre itself figures as a 

surprisingly transparent medium in these theorizations, as “a remarkable camera 

lucida, without any palpable fingerprints of its mediatization stamped on the 

primary media it relies on so heavily” (Boenisch 2006, 112). In this way, it has been 

implied that intermedial theatre is able to grant a more direct access to the media, 

objects and bodies on stage. Like other alternatives to drama articulated within 

theatre and performance studies, the theory of intermediality has often evoked the 

notions of “liveness” and “presence” in order to get at the materiality of the 
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theatrical stage event, usually with reference to the bodies and voices of the 

performers. Theatre’s materiality is also the basis for claims to its transparency. As 

Chiel Kattenbelt puts it, for example,  

!
Theatre is transparent because it foregrounds the corporeality of the performer and the 

materiality of the live performance as an actual event, taking place in the absolute 

presence of here and now. (Kattenbelt 2006, 37, italics in original)14 

!
Such theorizations suggest an opposition between theatre’s presence and 

representation as it takes place in contemporary media and in drama, and between 

liveness and “mediatization” understood as reproduction by media technologies. 

They tend to imply that theatre and performance are able to bypass representation 

and reproduction and thus open up the possibility of an unmediated contact with 

“the thing itself.” Paradoxically, such theorizations thus reproduce the terms in 

which transparent immediacy has been defined, and testify to the same desire for 

immediacy as the practices and theories that they criticize. 

As the Dutch theatre scholar Maaike Bleeker has pointed out, while the 

ontological foundation of oppositions such as representation and presence, meaning 

and materiality has become deeply problematic after Derrida, they continue to be 

played out on the contemporary theatrical stage, and “as effects they are most 

present and most impressive” (2008, 21). In this sense, they are comparable to the 

effect of transparent immediacy associated with the modes of representation the 

illusionistic nature of which has generally been acknowledged. In this study, I am 

intent on these and other effects of immediacy as they are produced in hypermedial 

opera by both the media of reproduction and the “live” elements of performance, 

and in their various interactions. In other words, I pay attention to how the “desire 

for immediacy” identified by Bolter and Grusin is present in both contemporary 

operatic practice and the pertaining theorizations of opera, theatre and performance. 

If hypermediacy and intermedial theatre have been associated with the ability to 

expose acts of mediation and the effect of media transparency, I am also concerned 

with how, in the operas I discuss, strategies of immediacy are exposed (as well as 

exploited) that are characteristic of hypermediacy and “postdramatic” theatre. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
14 Boenisch, continuing the argument quoted above, claims that “in contrast to mechanical 
and, even more so, digital reproduction, where the originals disappear, theatre even seems to 
reinforce the very originality and materiality of that actor, picture, or videotape” (2006, 113). 
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I approach the effects of immediacy, and conceptualize opera as hypermedium 

more generally, in terms of how the relationship between the spectator-auditors and 

the audio-visual event is established and shaped. With respect to the media of 

reproduction, such relationship has mainly been theorized in visual terms, as an 

issue of spectatorship. And theatre and performance scholarship has also mainly 

drawn on literary theory and theory of visuality in this regard. It is only recently that 

increased theoretical attention has been paid to theatre music and sound (e.g. Brown 

2009; Kendrick and Roesner 2011). However, sound has often been considered 

relatively independently of, or even in opposition to, theatre’s other elements. This 

tendency has been particularly marked in opera scholarship and its growing interest 

in the singing voice, which has accompanied the shift of attention from page to stage. 

The recent writing on sound and the voice has been invaluable to a more complex 

understanding of the music-theatrical event, and I share numerous concerns with 

this scholarship. Yet, where opera is concerned, moving from the score to the singing 

voice still eschews any serious engagement with opera’s various other modes of 

expression, and their mutual relationships. In this study, I have been committed to 

approaching opera as a multimedia experience, not least because, in the operas that I 

discuss, the visual (as well as textual) component is particularly striking. However, 

to my mind, this only makes them more, rather than less operatic. Due to the issues 

that I set out to address, I often found myself starting from concepts developed in 

literary theory and the theory of visuality, which I then sought to rethink in terms of 

audio-vision within the operatic context. The concept of hypermediacy itself is 

arguably primarily a visual concept. However, there is also a strong relation to 

opera, not least through an acknowledged link with the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk.  

The following chapters each engage with different strategies and theoretical 

claims pertaining to immediacy. In chapter one, I call on the concept of allegory to 

approach the processes of meaning-making in hypermedial opera, while engaging 

with the suggestion that opera’s material effects may be associated with the 

embodied singing voice, which has the ability to operate “beyond signification.” In 

such theorizations, interpretation or reading of opera is contrasted with listening to 

opera in performance, and opera’s material effects are opposed to its processes of 

meaning-making. A draw on Shoshana Felman’s (2003) reading of Austin’s theory of 

performativity to suggest that opera’s material effects may be ascribed to the excess 

produced in the dialogic situation of meaning-making, which involves not only 

language but also opera’s other systems of signification. I argue that hypermedial 
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opera’s tendency towards allegory, and in particular the way it is employed in Rosa, 

draws attention to the dialogical nature of operatic meaning-making, as well as 

opera’s inability to produce “a coherent, monological message” (Owens 1984, 225). 

To put it differently, if, as Davin J. Levin has suggested, opera is characterized by a 

“constitutive representational unruliness,” a “discursive surfeit” that leaves opera 

“always in excess of itself” (2007, 26), it may be argued that it is this surfeit, this 

unruliness that is responsible for opera’s material effects. By contrast, I propose to 

interpret the perception that the singing voice operates “beyond signification” as an 

effect of immediacy. 

In chapter two, I engage with the contention that hypermediacy offers a 

multiplicity of viewing positions (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 84), and that intermedial 

theatre invites its observers “to find their own paths through the pluri-focal 

networks of sings, worlds, messages, and meanings” (Boenisch 2006, 115). What 

tends to become obscured in such formulations is the way the spectator-auditors’ 

attention is guided through the multiplicity of media. Moreover, where intermedial 

theatre is concerned, there is the implication that, while perspectives presented by 

the incorporated media are played out on stage, theatre itself remains perspective-

less. Such theorizations witness to the fact that, as Bleeker (2002, 2008) has 

recognized, multiplicity of perspectives may create an effect equal to the absence of 

perspective, appearing to grant a more direct access to what is presented on stage. 

Following Bleeker’s theorization of looking in the theatre, I concentrate on the 

position that mediates in the relationship between the spectator-auditor and the 

audio-visual event, and analyze how it is established and how it may become 

obscured within the context of hypermedial opera. Bleeker’s approach, and in 

particular the concept of “absorption” that she develops based on Fried (1980), 

makes it possible to identify an effect of immediacy that works beyond the notion of 

transparency of the medium, the distinction between dramatic and postdramatic 

theatre, as well as the opposition between theatre and the media of reproduction that 

it incorporates. I will concentrate on the stage production of Rosa to demonstrate, in 

particular, how the effect of absorption may be achieved by way of music (and by 

means derived from traditional operatic dramaturgy) within the multiplicity of 

visual representations typical of intermedial theatre and hypermediacy more 

generally. 

In chapter three, I address the opposition between liveness and mediatization, 

which runs the risk of equating mediatization with mediation, and understanding 
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theatre and performance in terms of a lack of both. I draw on Philip Auslander’s 

(1999) critique of the presumed ontological foundation of this opposition, which 

opens way for approaching liveness as an important effect of immediacy within the 

contemporary “economy of reproduction” (Phelan 1993, 146). I analyze how the 

effect of liveness is constructed within the context of hypermedial opera, calling on 

Writing to Vermeer as my case study. I demonstrate how oppositions such as original 

and copy, material presence and representation, which have been dismantled in 

theory, are productive as analytical tools in approaching the effect of liveness. 

Relying, among others, on some classic film sound theory (Lastra 1992, Doane 1980), 

I show how the effect of liveness may be a function of a particular relationship 

between sound and its source, and especially voice and body, in intermedial theatre 

and opera in particular. I also offer an interpretation of the fact that liveness is 

aligned with women and domesticity in Writing to Vermeer, and suggest the 

consequences of this alignment for claims made with respect to liveness as well as 

the embodied singing voice. 

Chapter four pays attention to the feeling of fullness and satiety of sensory 

experience that, according to Bolter and Grusin (1999), hypermediacy achieves by 

multiplying the signs of mediation. I am intent on distinguishing this “immediacy 

that comes through hypermediacy” (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 81) from a bodily, 

intersubjective relationship between the perceiver and the perceived with which I 

associate the critical potential of hypermedial opera. To articulate this distinction, I 

evoke Susan Buck-Morss’ (1992) reading of Benjamin’s “Artwork Essay” (1969), 

which she contextualizes with the help of the twin notions of synaesthetics and 

anaesthetics. The latter makes it possible to connect the immediacy of hypermediacy 

to the critique of manipulation of the sensorium in modernity encapsulated in the 

concept of phantasmagoria, which I address, specifically, through Adorno’s (2005) 

critique of the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk, a term that has also often been evoked in 

relation to contemporary multimedia. The former gestures towards the potential, 

recognized by Benjamin, of a renewed sensibility to the perceived, which I approach 

through the notion of “sensory mimesis” (Buck-Morss 1992) or “mimetic 

embodiment” (Marks 2002). Importantly for my discussion, Buck-Morss recognizes 

that, in Benjamin’s conception, such sensibility may be achieved “not by avoiding the 

new technologies, but by passing through them” (Buck-Morss 1992, 5, italics in 

original). The possibility of bringing about such sensibility by way of hypermedial 
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opera is exemplified by particular moments from Writing to Vermeer and the film 

version of Rosa, which inform my reading of theory in this chapter. 

 

Temporality, Presence, and Representation 

 

In this second part of the introduction, I will start charting the theoretical field of this 

study, and situate my discussion in the following four chapters in more detail. I will 

begin by revisiting what Philip Auslander has called “one of the most vexed points 

of intersection of critical discourses on the visual arts and performance” (1997, 49), 

Michael Fried’s essay “Art and Objecthood” (1968) and the texts of early 

performance theory that it influenced (Féral 1982, Pontbriand 1982). The general 

debate about postmodernism in the visual arts and performance that these texts were 

a part of no longer seems topical and, as Bleeker (2008) has noted,15 more recent 

performance theory has tended to take a certain distance from the celebration of 

presence (or “presentness”) that these writings witness to. Nevertheless, when 

revisited, the debate helps draw attention to conceptual links that have proved 

productive for my understanding of how the relationship between the spectator-

auditors and the audio-visual event is shaped and effects of immediacy are produced 

in hypermedial opera, especially in relation to issues that I address in chapters one 

and two. 

Fried famously claimed that “Art degenerates as it approaches the condition of theatre” 

(1968, 141, italics in original in all citations). In accord with Clement Greenberg’s 

concept of modernism, he conceptualizes modernist art in terms of “purity” of the 

individual arts, which is threatened by theatre understood as that which “lies 

between the arts” (1968, 142). He employs the notion of theatricality to criticize visual 

minimalism, or what he terms “literalist” art. For Fried, theatricality is characterized 

by establishing a specific relationship between the beholder as subject and the work 

as object. While minimalist works embrace their “objecthood,” the modernist 

painting and sculpture that Fried favors seek to defeat or suspend it in order to defy 

the threat of theatricality. Literalist art highlights its objecthood by laying stress on 

the situation in which the work is experienced. This situation not only counts with 

the presence of a beholder, but it also presupposes that the experience of the work 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
15 I am indebted to Bleeker for drawing my close attention to these texts. Bleeker (2002, 2008) 
refers to Féral and Pontbriand and relies on Fried, in particular his later work (Fried 1980), to 
discuss the effect of presence in contemporary theatre performances. I rely more closely on 
Bleeker’s interpretation of Fried in chapter two. 
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takes place in time, has duration. Modernist art, on the other hand, is characterized 

by the instantaneousness of its apperception: 

!
It is as though one’s experience . . . has no duration—not because one in fact experiences 

. . . [it] in no time at all, but because at every moment the work itself is wholly manifest. 

(Fried 1968, 145) !
!
To account for this effect of suspension of temporality, Fried uses the term 

“presentness”—“the condition, that is, of existing in, indeed of secreting or 

constituting, a continuous or perpetual present” (1968, 146).  

The way Fried’s notion of presentness influenced the early critical writing about 

performance is witnessed by two articles, by Josette Féral (1982) and Chantal 

Pontbriand (1982) that appeared in the same issue of Modern Drama. These 

theorizations oppose performance to theatre, which it is said to deconstruct and 

demystify. While they accept Derrida’s contention that theatre cannot escape from 

representation, they suggest that it is possible to escape representation by escaping 

theatre. The kind of presence believed to be characteristic of performance is then 

aligned with Fried’s “presentness,” and understood as the result of performance’s 

defeat of theatrical representation. As Féral puts it, “since it tells of nothing and 

imitates no one, performance escapes all illusion and representation. With neither 

past nor future, performance takes place” (1982, 177, italics in original). Or in the 

words of Pontbriand, !
!
What is involved [in performance] is indeed an obvious presence, not a presence 

sought after or represented; this desire to discover, then, a here/now which has no 

other referent except itself. (Pontbriand 1982, 157) 

!
It may be argued that, although Féral and Pontbriand situate their discussion within 

the context of postmodernism, they in fact reproduce the terms in which self-

sufficiency and self-referentiality of modernist art have been formulated. As 

Auslander puts it, they simply “dress up Greenbergian aesthetics in poststructuralist 

clothing” (1997, 56). In his view, what they are chiefly concerned with is to locate the 

essential characteristics of a medium (performance) in opposition to other media 

(theatre). This interpretation also makes it possible to connect the “presentness” of 

performance to the modernist notion that “the art object itself can be substituted 

(metaphorically) for its referent” (Owens 1984, 235).!
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The theory of postmodernism in the visual arts has also been influenced by 

Fried’s formulations, and may be criticized for reproducing Fried’s terms, even if 

reversing his evaluation. As Auslander argues in relation to Douglas Crimp’s well-

known study “Pictures” (1984), by defining postmodernism against a static and 

reified notion of modernism derived from Fried and Greenberg, Crimp 

“unintentionally recuperates postmodernist art for the very critical discourse it is 

said to have surpassed” (Auslander 1997, 53). But importantly, Crimp accents the 

opposite side of the conceptual relationships derived from Fried. He, too, is 

interested in the aspect of performance in postmodernist art. But while Féral and 

Pontbriand oppose performance to theatre and “presentness” to representation, 

Crimp embraces theatricality, and understands performance as a mode of artistic 

activity that draws attention to the temporality of experience and requires the 

presence of a spectator. Such presence, “the sine qua non of theater” (Crimp 1984, 

177), is for Crimp inextricably bound up with representation, since it is the condition 

for establishing meaning. While performance need not involve the artist’s 

performing the work, it consists in  

 

the presentation of an event in such a manner and at such a distance that it is 

apprehended as representation—representation not, however, conceived as the re-

presentation of that which is prior, but as the unavoidable condition of intelligibility of 

even that which is present. (Crimp 1984, 177) 

!
In other words, where Féral and Pontbriand establish a link between the presentness 

of performance and its refusal of representation (an aspect of their theorizations 

emphasized by Auslander), Crimp points up the opposing but complementary 

relationship between acknowledgement of a perceiver, awareness of temporality, 

and the processes of meaning-making. 

The understanding of allegory proposed by Craig Owens (1984) that I draw on in 

chapter one to approach the processes of meaning-making in opera as hypermedium 

was formulated in opposition to the modernist notion of a pure and self-referential 

sign and in connection with postmodernist art that “neither brackets nor suspends 

the referent but works instead to problematize the activity of reference” (Owens 

1984, 235). Following this line of thought, the suspension of representation that goes 

hand in hand with the suspension of temporality—or what Pontbriand has called 

“the transparent sign” of performance (1982, 157)—may be understood as an effect of 
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unity of sign and referent that performance shares with modernist art. While it is not 

my intention to label hypermedial opera as “postmodernist” (I rather situate it 

within a more extended genealogy of hypermediacy), I do suggest that it tends 

towards allegory, which contests the possibility of such unity. Allegory both 

foregrounds the role of the perceiver in the act of meaning-making, and draws 

attention to the temporal aspects of the meaning-making process. Temporality is 

involved here not only in the sense of the time it takes to read or interpret, but also as 

the distance between the sign and the referent that allegory articulates in temporal 

terms.  

The relationship between the spectator-auditor and the audio-visual event is 

approached here through a particular conception of reading, informed by speech-act 

theory and the linguistic concept of deixis. Owens gestures in this direction when he 

associates allegory and the reading it incites with Émile Benveniste’s (1966) 

understanding of “discourse” as the direct address that rests on the I-You relation 

between persons (Owens 1984, 223). It has been articulated more explicitly by Mieke 

Bal, who draws on Benveniste to foreground the importance of the “second person,” 

or “the ‘you’ to whom every speech act is addressed” (Bal 1999, 87). Benveniste 

recognized that it is by means of such address that the subject is constituted in 

language, and consequently maintained that the essence of language is deixis, the 

function of setting up positions, and not reference. According to Bal, reading is 

solicited by acts of “second-personhood” in which a work of art or multimedia text 

addresses its perceiver. In this understanding, reading is “self-consciously 

interactive,” a “semiotic activity” of the reader in response to the multimedia text, 

and it is predicated on the passage of time: “the time it takes to walk through the text 

or image, to process the signs, to produce the meaning” (Bal 1999, 89). 

This conception of reading may also be related to Charles Sanders Peirce’s 

definition of the sign. As Peirce famously put it, a sign “is something which stands to 

somebody for something in some respect or capacity;” by addressing somebody, the 

sign “creates in the mind of that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more 

developed sign,” which he calls the interpretant (Peirce 1984, 13 quoted in Bal 1999, 

91). Following Peirce, the result of reading is not a fixed meaning but rather a chain 

of interpretants.16 As Bal points out, his definition of the sign not only reflects the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 As Paul de Man explains, “The interpretation of the sign is not, for Peirce, a meaning but 
another sign; it is a reading, not a decodage, and this reading has, in its turn, to be 
interpreted into another sign, and so on ad infinitum.” (1979, 9) 
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importance of the “second person” for the production of meaning but also draws 

attention to the fact that the signs do not “make sense” outside of the situation in 

which they are produced—“in which the second person, who is addressed, ‘reflects’ 

the signs ‘back’ with an interpretant” (1999, 91). She demonstrates that, where 

multimedia are approached as speech-acts, reading cannot be limited to words alone, 

precisely because the distinction between the inside and the outside of language, the 

verbal and the visual, text and context is challenged in such situations. As Bal gears 

her argument towards the necessity to read images, she singles out those mixed 

media that explicitly combine the verbal and the visual, such as the cartoon, the 

comic strip and the emblem.17 In chapter one, I demonstrate that, where audio-visual 

events such as opera are concerned, reading also necessarily involves music, and 

sound more generally. Music has often been perceived as the model of modernist 

purity and self-referentiality (cf. Shaw-Miller 2002); with respect to the processes of 

meaning-making in hypermedial opera, I rather approach it, following Raymond 

Monelle, as “a particularly potent kind of allegory” that “promotes movement along 

the chain of interpretants” (2000, 197). 

The concept of deixis has also proved pertinent where the relationship between 

the spectator-auditor and the audio-visual event has been theorized from within the 

framework of visuality. Maaike Bleeker (2002, 2008), on whose discussion of 

positioning I rely in chapter two, has made the analogy between deixis and 

perspective the starting point of her considerations. Bleeker draws on Hubert 

Damisch (1995), who recognized that perspective “institutes and constitutes itself 

under the auspices of a point” that may be likened to the subject or person in 

language (Damisch 1995, 53, quoted in Bleeker 2008, 19). This analogy makes it 

possible to theorize positioning in terms of an address by means of which the 

spectator-auditor is offered a point of experience on what is presented on stage. 

However, Bleeker also identifies a complication in the use of speech-act theory for 

the analysis of multimedia texts, namely that the different “perceptual and 

interpretive activities” involved in response to a multimedia address imply the 

existence of “different, simultaneous, subject positions” for the audience (Bleeker 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 In her emphasis on the “confusion” between language and images (and between past and 
present) in “the historical Baroque as it is recycled today-preposterously” (Bal 1999, 80), Bal 
comes close to Owens’ understanding of allegory. Owens points out “the reciprocity which 
allegory proposes between the visual and the verbal: words are often treated as purely visual 
phenomena, while visual images are offered as script to be deciphered” (Owens 1984, 208). It 
is also worth noting that the emblem, which for Bal exemplifies the indivisibility of text and 
image, was for Benjamin (1977) the epitome of the allegorical mode of expression. 
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2008, 27). Bleeker conceptualizes this difference as one between seeing and hearing, 

the verbal and the visual. This, however, runs the risk of reducing the aural 

component of an audio-visual event to speech or utterance of words, a reduction 

which opera is fast to challenge. In my understanding, the different activities and 

positions pertain to different aspects of the multimedia address (which I discuss in 

chapters one and two respectively), and they involve both seeing and hearing (and 

possibly other senses). In other words, just as the “semiotic activity” of reading 

cannot be limited to language in a multimedia text, as Bal so forcefully demonstrates, 

setting up a perspective is not the function of image alone where audio-visual events 

are concerned, which Bleeker’s analysis ultimately also makes clear. 

The shift of focus from reading to perspective makes it possible to identify those 

aspects of the relationship between the spectator-auditor and the audio-visual event 

that are not made explicit by way of allegory. Here, too, the conceptual relationships 

derived from Fried become relevant. The escape from representation perceived as 

characteristic of performance has been conceptualized not only in terms of the 

“transparent sign” (Pontbriand 1982, 157) but also in opposition to “setting up, 

stating, constructing and giving points of view” (Féral 1982, 178). Bleeker, who seeks 

to go beyond the opposition of presence (“presentness”) and representation, 

recognizes that what is at stake here is not the absence or undoing of points of view 

but rather the effect of their remaining invisible (2008, 23), which she theorizes with 

the help of Fried’s (1980) concept of absorption. In chapter two, I mobilize the 

conceptual links suggested by Fried and demonstrate how the effect of absorption is 

brought about by way of musical strategies of suspension of temporality. While the 

effect of a unity of sign and referent is mostly prevented in hypermedial opera as it 

tends towards allegory, attention to positioning allows for an analysis of how points 

of experience may become obscured within the hypermedial context. As I will 

indicate, music may participate in both these processes at the same time.  

 

Liveness, the Voice, and the Politics of Hypermedial Opera 

 

Féral and Pontbriand’s emphasis on performance’s production of presence (as 

opposed to theatrical representation) harbors a political claim, one that stems from a 

critique of the Western representational regime. The perception of the regime as 

deeply problematic has motivated attempts to explore the possibility to bypass it, to 

pierce through representation and get a glimpse of what lies beyond, which has often 
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been formulated as a possibility to access, or at least to touch upon, the “real.” (Thus 

Pontbriand suggests, for example, that performance “aims to show the real without 

mystification” [1982, 157]). At stake here is the problem of how to formulate 

theoretical and artistic alternatives to a regime of representation that one is always 

already entangled in, and within this context, the possibility to implicate what lies 

beyond it, however paradoxical, has held a particular critical appeal.18 The Western 

representational regime has chiefly been theorized in terms of visuality, with 

reference to the concepts of perspective and the gaze, and its critique has been 

elaborated the most vocally from the position of feminist theory. This general 

criticism is pertinent to my discussion insofar as it has informed three different ways 

in which the political potential of hypermediacy, opera and performance has been 

articulated, and which I take issue with in this study. 

First, Bolter and Grusin have suggested that, unlike transparent immediacy, 

which they associate with unitary perspective and the (mastering and male) gaze, 

hypermediacy is “not based on a desire to control and appropriate the female form, 

or any form, and may not be univocally gendered” (1999, 81). This critique also 

informs their suggestion that hypermediacy offers “a multiplicity of viewing 

positions and multiplicity of relationships to the object in view” (84), the problematic 

nature of which I address in chapter two. Second, the critique of the gaze and the 

pertaining construction of subjectivity, often associated with the notion of a 

distanced and disembodied I/eye, has inspired a search for alternatives in terms of 

sound, which, within the context of opera studies, have primarily been formulated 

with respect to the singing voice. It has been suggested that the voice, in its 

embodied materiality, may be located beyond representation and signification, 

associated with opera’s images and texts (primarily the libretto), and that it may 

offer a way to approach “the operatic ‘real’” (Duncan 2004, 286). I critically engage 

with this proposition in chapter one. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
18 Barbara Freedman (1990) speaks of the paradox of avant-garde theatre in this connection, 
namely that “in seeking to stage a moment outside of representation one cannot evade the 
play of gazes that constitutes representation” (72). Following Freedman, Féral and 
Pontbriand’s theorization of performance may be read as an expression of this paradox, 
rather than an outright contention that performance can reach presence outside of 
representation. Freedman refers specifically to Féral and her observation that “performance 
seems to be attempting to reveal and to stage something that took place before the 
representation of the subject (even if it does so by using an already constituted subject)” 
(Féral 1982, 178, quoted in Freedman 1990, 72). Or, as Féral puts it elsewhere in her text, 
“performance conscripts this subject both as a constituted subject and as a social subject in 
order to dislocate and demystify it” (1982, 173). 
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The opposition that some of these texts suggest between voice on the one hand 

and image and text on the other, between reading and listening, seeing and hearing, 

is interconnected with the issue of the relationship between voice and body. Jelena 

Novak (2012, 2015) has recently argued that opera in general is characterized by a 

“body-voice gap” (2012, 4), relying, among others, on Carolyn Abbate (1993), who 

pointed out a discrepancy between the voice heard and the body seen in opera. 

Indeed, it is possible to make the observation that the voice “never quite belongs to 

the body we see” (Žižek 1996, 92, quoted in Novak 2012, 3), that there is always some 

degree of ventriloquism at work (Žižek 1996, 92, Dolar 2008, 203, quoted in Novak 

2012, 4). But where Novak puts emphasis on the perceived split between voice and 

body as it is “reinvented” in what she calls “postopera,” I am concerned with how an 

apparent unity of voice and body is maintained within the context of hypermediacy, 

and to what ends, an issue that I address in chapter three. In chapter four, I will point 

out the political potential contained in the disruption of this unity (and the unity of 

sound and image more generally) in opera as hypermedium. But unlike Novak, who 

perceives such disruption as a defining feature of (post)opera, I will rather argue 

that, in the form that I consider critically productive, it only takes place fleetingly, in 

particular moments.   

And third, even more importantly for my discussion in chapters three and four, 

the critique of the Western representational economy has also stimulated an 

advocacy of liveness, most famously by Peggy Phelan in Unmarked: The Politics of 

Performance (1993), whose oft-quoted position deserves recapitulation here, especially 

as it has often been subject to a somewhat reductive criticism. On the one hand, 

Phelan may be criticized for positing an “ontology of performance” separate and 

independent from the “economy of reproduction” (146), and in chapter three, I rely 

on Philip Auslander’s (1999) critique of this position to approach liveness as a 

particular effect of immediacy produced by hypermedial opera. On the other hand, a 

discussion of Phelan (as well as Herbert Blau’s understanding of “the difference in 

liveness” [2007, 542]) will help me point out issues crucial to the politics of 

hypermedial opera as I approach it in chapter four. 

Phelan’s critique of (visual) representation primarily relies on Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, and it leads her to an interest in those aspects of subjectivity and 

identity that are not visibly representable, and to the “Real-impossible” as that which 

is resistant to representation (1993, 10). Phelan makes it clear that at issue here is the 

relationship between self and (the image of) the other, between who one sees and 
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who one is, of which, in her understanding, the relationship between the real and the 

representational is a version. Following Lacan, Phelan works with the proposition 

that one sees oneself in terms of the other and the other in terms of oneself, which is 

differently marked for men and women. Not only does it result in the failure to see 

oneself, but it also leads to the reproduction of the other as the same, which, within 

the Western representational economy, is gendered male. As Phelan succinctly puts 

it, “Within the realm of the visible, that is both the realm of the signifier and the 

image, women are seen always as Other; thus, The Woman cannot be seen” (6). As 

representation is almost always on the side of the one who looks and almost never 

on the side of the one who is seen, the visible image of the other becomes “a cipher 

for the looking self” (26). 

This is why Phelan is skeptical about political claims concerning greater visibility 

of the under-represented; to quote another succinct formulation, “If representational 

visibility equals power, then almost-naked young white women should be running 

Western culture” (10). And it is also why she favors live performance. To break 

through the mechanism she describes, Phelan promotes an active act of 

disappearance, “an active vanishing, a deliberate and conscious refusal to take the 

payoff of visibility” (19, italics in original), which, in her view, may best be achieved 

precisely within the framework of live performance. What performance shares with 

the “ontology of subjectivity” that Phelan seeks to articulate, foregrounding the 

nonvisible, “unmarked” aspects of identity, is that it too, “becomes itself through 

disappearance” (146). If representation reproduces the other as the same, Phelan 

suggests that performance can serve as a model for another representational 

economy, “one in which the reproduction of the Other as the Same is not assured” 

(3). 

Auslander’s (1999) critique of the “ontology of performance” (Phelan 1993, 146) is 

intent on dismantling the binary opposition between live and mediatized cultural 

forms, and the pertaining valorization of live performance as a site of resistance to 

the cultural economy dominated by the media of reproduction. And as such, it is not 

unwarranted. Phelan does emphasize performance’s ephemerality and tracelessness, 

its existence “in a maniacally charged present” (1993, 148), and argues that it is 

performance’s “independence from mass reproduction, technologically, 

economically, and linguistically” that is its greatest strength (149). She also points up 

the “presence of living bodies” through which performance “implicates the real” 

(148). I agree with Auslander’s diagnosis of the interdependence of the live and the 
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mediatized, and in chapter three, I analyze how the difference between the live and 

the mediatized is constructed within the particular context of a hypermedial opera. I 

demonstrate how an effect of liveness, primarily produced in terms of the audible 

rather than the visible, or more precisely by way of a particular relationship between 

voice and body, supports rather than subverts a traditional configuration of gender 

difference. 

But unlike Auslander, who suggests that Phelan’s position stems from an anxiety 

concerning the media technology’s ubiquitous encroachment on live performance 

and the need to reassert its value, I believe Phelan’s argument needn’t be read as 

valorization of live performance (and even less of “liveness,” a term that Phelan 

never uses) per se. Phelan’s central example with respect to the “ontology of 

performance,” Angelica Festa’s Untitled Dance (with fish and others) (1987), is a piece 

of “ordeal art” that, while using a “living body,” is also dependent on the media of 

reproduction for the effect that Phelan describes.19 (Auslander wonders in this 

connection about Phelan’s lack of reflection on what he interprets as “encroachment 

of technologies of reproduction on this piece” [1999, 40].) Phelan’s argument may 

rather be understood as an exploration of a “performative politics” (1993, 27), more 

generally conceived. Phelan works with an extended definition of the field of 

performance, one that includes paintings, photographs and films as well as theatre, 

political protest and performance art (even if she views performance art as the “least 

marked” of all [1993, 31]). What Phelan is primarily concerned with is the possibility 

of an interactive, “performative exchange” (27) between an art object and its 

spectator, which, as she points out, may also be engendered by “inanimate” art (4). 

At stake, in short, is the need to reconfigure or “replot” the relationship between 

perceiver and object, self and other, which pertains to both the performance of art 

and the performance of theory (165), a concern that I share.  

The theatre scholar Herbert Blau (2007), who writes about liveness within the 

context of digital technology and virtual reality, also suggests that live performance 

is capable of producing a form of being that is different from the “being as being 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 In Phelan’s interpretation, Festa creates performance pieces in which she “appears in order 
to disappear” (1993, 152). In Untitled Dance (with fish and others), Festa’s body is wrapped in 
white sheets and hung suspended from a pole, and her eyes are covered with silver tape. 
Phelan argues that due to projected images that are part of the piece and their spatial 
arrangement with respect to Festa’s body, (as well as the overall spatial arrangement of the 
room), the spectator is forced to look away from Festa’s body—“the center image is, as it 
were, a ‘blind’ image” (156). By averting her body, and particularly her eyes, Festa stages the 
woman’s body as lost. 
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seen” (539), which he tries to get at by referring to live performance’s unique 

capacity to reveal “shadows” and “ghostings” (544). Like Phelan, Blau points out 

that the body, which he too understands as the ultimate referent, is ultimately lost as 

“in itself it really is” (Phelan 1993, 150).20 In Blau’s formulation, the theatre is “the 

body’s long initiation into the mystery of its vanishings” (2007, 539). Nevertheless, 

the body, in its materiality and vulnerability, is for Blau the “carnal datum of 

theatre” (544) that cannot be remediated. At issue here is a sense of temporality, 

which has been preempted by the media (537), and awareness of mortality, “the 

disease of time in a time-serving form” (540). It is in this “most disheartening truth,” 

the fact that it “stinks of mortality” (540) that Blau locates the difference in liveness. 

In his understanding, live performance is outdone by the intensities and sensations 

produced by the media of reproduction unless the body’s vulnerability, the “weak 

flesh itself” becomes the literal issue (542). As he provocatively puts it, “if what they 

apparently do in ‘snuff films’ were done on a stage there’d be no doubt whatever 

about the difference in liveness” (542, italics in original).21 

In chapter four, I too approach the political potential of hypermedial opera in 

terms of the possibility to reconfigure the relationship between the body perceiving 

and the body (or thing) perceived, and I am concerned with a particular 

physiological sensibility that this would entail, bound up with awareness of the 

body’s vulnerability, of temporality and mortality. I suggest, however, that such 

sensibility is not contingent on an encounter with a live body on stage. Following 

Miriam Hansen’s (1987) illuminating reading of Benjamin’s “Artwork Essay” (1969) I 

rather concentrate on how it may be incited by the media of reproduction, which 

have indeed become the general context of cultural production, as Auslander (1999) 

has righty recognized. If the physical body may be considered the ultimate referent, 

in my understanding, the body at issue is not the “agonizingly relevant body of the 

performer” (Phelan 1993, 150) but rather the body of the perceiver, and that body is 

always live.  

In terms of the visual encounter with the body perceived, I rely on theory that 

suggests a critical possibility of its limited visibility (rather than disappearance) 

(Marks 2002). Hypermediacy, with its multiplicity and excess of media, may be 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
20 Phelan argues that performance uses the body metonymically, drawing attention to the fact 
that there is always an addition of something other than the body, a supplement, and it thus 
“marks the body itself as loss” (1993, 152). 
21 Phelan makes a similar point about the live performance’s ability to intimate the body’s 
vulnerability and mortality when she suggests that Festa’s performance uses the body as a 
metonymy for the (nonreciprocal and impossible) experience of pain and death (1993, 152). 
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perceived as the epitome of the intensities and sensations that, according to Blau, 

generally outdo live performance. And in chapter four, I propose to interpret these as 

an effect of immediacy based on (over)saturation of the senses. Yet, at the same time, 

the layered or “windowed” effect typical of hypermediacy may not only result in 

limited visibility of the image, but hypermedial opera’s propensity for fragmentation 

and montage may be understood as the source of its critical potential more generally. 

To put it differently, if, as Blau maintains, the “refractory body” (2007, 544) remains 

the ultimate referent even where it is parsed or deconstituted by technology, it may 

be argued, in fact, that it is through such “parsing” that a physiological sensibility to 

the perceived may be achieved within the context of the media of reproduction. This 

insight relates to a specific, historicized interpretation of Lacanian psychoanalysis, 

which makes it possible to locate critical potential in mechanisms that defy the sense 

of a unified and coherent bodily ego the formation of which has been theorized in 

terms of the “mirror stage” (Lacan 1977) and its acoustic equivalent of the “sonorous 

envelope” (Anzieu 1976). As the theories that I rely on suggest, in such a case, the 

“reproduction of the Other as the Same” (Phelan 1993, 3) is not assured, either. It is 

also in this connection that the disruption of a unity between voice and body that I 

have mentioned above may be deemed critically productive. 

Hansen’s reading of Benjamin revolves around a specific understanding of his 

concept of the aura. The aura has most commonly been understood as uniqueness 

and authenticity of the art object, and it has also been associated with the “presence” 

of live performance. As Steve Dixon (2007) has pointed out, it has been used by both 

the proponents of live performance and critics on the other side of the liveness 

debate such as Auslander. According to the latter, due to the ever-accelerating 

incursion of reproduction into the live event, “its traditional status as auratic and 

unique has been wrested from it” (Auslander 1999, 50). Live and mediatized 

performances do not significantly differ from one another and neither can be 

perceived as auratic, authentic or original. Dixon’s discussion of Benjamin implies a 

doubt about the contemporary productivity of the concept of the aura, especially 

with respect to “digital performance.” Hansen’s reading of Benjamin, however, 

suggests a different understanding of the aura, not as a quality of an object but rather 

as an experience of reciprocity and intersubjectivity between the perceiver and the 

perceived (based on recognition of similarity, rather than sameness). And, in 

Hansen’s interpretation, Benjamin indicates that while the media of reproduction 

contributed to the historical demolition of the aura, they are also capable of bringing 
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about an auratic experience in a transformed form. Auslander (1999) uses Benjamin’s 

metaphor of an “orchid in the land of technology” as a title of the introductory 

chapter to his book on liveness, presumably to indicate the position of live 

performance in the contemporary cultural economy. And this is, indeed, how this 

metaphor has often been interpreted, as the possibility to bypass media technology. 

Hansen (1987), however, who also uses the metaphor in her title, suggests a different 

interpretation. Preferring the literal translation “blue flower” (rather than orchid), 

she indicates that at stake is the possibility of a momentary change of perception, 

afforded by the media of reproduction. I will suggest that it is in its capacity to 

momentarily change the relationship between the perceiver and the perceived that 

hypermedial opera’s political potential may be located. 

The importance of media technology in bringing about a changed sensitivity to 

the (body) perceived has also been recognized in the texts of early performance 

theory that I have referred to above. In this sense, they represent a position that is 

markedly different from the emphasis on the live in performance that I have just 

discussed. As Pontbriand concludes, in direct relation to Benjamin, “The desire to 

show the real in performance, hypothetically at least, would require technical 

mediation” (1982, 157). Both Féral and Ponbriand foreground the performance’s 

capacity, made possible by the media of reproduction, to fragment or dismember the 

body, and to disarticulate the whole more generally. Féral suggests that this is 

guided by the aim to “wake the body—the performer’s and the spectator’s—from the 

threatening anaesthesia haunting it” (1982, 174); in her understanding, performance 

attempts to “provoke synaesthetic relationships between subjects” (178). In this 

respect, her suggestions resonate with my argument in chapter four. There is a key 

difference, though. For Féral and Pontbriand, the possibilities that performance gains 

through media technology are again bound up with the capacity to bypass 

representation and theatricality in favor of presentness, with sound, the voice and 

the body used as “working materials” (Ponbriand 1982, 156). And crucially for my 

argument in chapter four, Hansen rather associates the physiologic sensibility in 

question with a particular mode of reading, which may be related to my discussion 

of allegory in chapter one and which, as I argue persistently throughout this study, 

involves sound, the body, and the voice in hypermedial opera. Moreover, rather than 

presentness, the operations I am concerned with foreground awareness of 

temporality—and mortality. 

Thus, in sum, the argument of this study proceeds from a critique of certain 
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politically minded claims made in relation to hypermediacy, opera and performance 

to a suggestion of what a politics of hypermedial opera might consist of, which 

returns, in a circular motion, to where the discussion started from in chapter one. It is 

guided by an urge to distinguish between effects of immediacy and those aspects of 

hypermedial opera that, under specific circumstances, harbor potential for a critical 

intervention. 


